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Abstract

The aim of the paper is to discuss and analyse the social competence of students in the light of the results
of a questionnaire survey on their social capital. The survey was carried out among students starting
education at the Faculty of Economics and Management, University of Szczecin, Poland, of the Faculty
of Economics and Business Administration University in Vigo (Spain) in 2013, of the Faculty of Politics
and Management at the Mykolas Romeris University in Vilnius, Lithuania in 2014 and of the Faculty
of Economics University at the Matej Bel in Banska Bystrica, Slovakia in 2015. The paper is theoretical
and empirical. The first part of the paper is intended to review the literature on the subject of social
competence. The methodology and characteristics of the respondents are presented in the second part of
the paper. The aim of the next part is to present the results of the research on the social competences of
the studied students. The basic research method is survey research and basic descriptive statistics
methods such as chain indexes or correlation coefficients. The findings of the analysis suggest they have
not developed a high level of social competence, which may stem from the limited scope of social
networks which they belong to, a lack of generalized trust and trust in institutions as well as, despite
their enormous potential, unwillingness to adopt civic approach and civil awareness.

Key words: social competence, social capital, empirical studies.

Classification JEL: Z00 — Other Special Topics: General.

1. Introduction

The human being, as a dynamic entity, updates, apart from the biological ones, also the purely
human abilities (potentialities) given to them in their lives. This updating may in particular turn
into human capital, being a derivative of human potential (Zabierowski, 2011: 372). Human
potential is the entirety of the possibilities which are currently available to a given human being
(Adamiec, 2011: 117). Its essence are the features and characteristics held by human beings,
which decide on their current and future ability to carry out various tasks. It is a set of these
possibilities, abilities, skills and motivations inherent to human beings. The development of
human potential may be interpreted on the level of individuals, teams of employees, an entire
organization, or the entire society. One should understand it as a constant process of increase
and learning and as a permanent element of the professional life of the employees on the
contemporary labor market (Moczydtowska, 2010: 81). Human potential is developed in
a specified social and organizational environment. In the professional context, human potential
is created by four elements: competences, preferences, attitude towards oneself and external
conditions. The last of the aforementioned enables to use competences in accordance with
preferences (Adamiec 2011: 120).

Therefore, competences are an important element of the human potential. These are
understood as a set of knowledge, experiences, skills, talents, behaviors and attitudes
(Sajkiewicz, 2001: 30; Otten & Ohana 2009: 8; Bacigalupo, Kampylis, Punie & Van den
Brande, 2016: 2). They are the features (characteristics) of an individual which are underlying
their effective actions or behaviors (Woodruffe, 2003: 94). Mutual connections and the
complexity of the contemporary world require from an individual to have varied competences,
which will allow them to efficiently function in various and dynamically changing conditions.
Particularly high, and constantly growing requirements are set by the labor market. This market
never was, never is, and never will be a perfectly competitive market, taking into consideration
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even the heterogeneousness of both the demand and the supply on this market. Any
competences and qualifications characterizing human resources reflect the differences in the
distribution of knowledge, skills, behaviors, attitudes and predispositions among individuals,
but also the differences in their productivity. Maintaining a high level of employee involvement
requires setting free their minds, emotions, attitudes, behaviors and interpersonal skills
necessary both for the development of individual careers, and for achieving success by the
organization (Jinadasa, 2015). Nowadays, competences are becoming, along with knowledge,
enan organization’s most important resource, and the labor market has been transformed into
a market of competences (Civelli, 1998). The contemporary employee recruitment system
based on competences should supplement, or even replace, the system based on the education
degrees held. However, one should remember that competences, which have served human
resources well in the past, will not be sufficient to develop these resources in the future
(Jinadasa, 2015).

Competences are necessary in various areas of life, that is why one can distinguish, inter
alia, political, economic, social skills. Competences define a subject’s potential determining his
or her ability to carry out specific activities and have an individual or social extent (component,
scope). The social scope of a competence relates to the relations with other people and its aim
is to solve varied social problems (Meczkowska, 2003). On the one hand, individuals in
possession of an appropriate set of features are ‘attractive for employment’ (Clarke, 2008) and
demonstrate bigger entrepreneurship. On the other hand, employers are aware that it is easier
to fill the knowledge, qualification, or even professional competences gap for a given employee,
and it is more difficult to give rise to a given employee’s social skills. For that reason, when an
employee already has social skills when starting their work, this becomes an individual’s
predisposition which the employers find desirable. As for the individuals themselves, this
allows them to effectively seek employment or to conduct business activity, achieve
professional success, or achieve various goals in their lives. An individual’s social skills
become also important from the point of view of the effective functioning of the entire society
in the striving for the completion of community goals.

The main goal of this article is the analysis of social skills held by students (Polish,
Lithuanian, Slovakian and Spanish) starting their economic education at university level.
Chosen social skills are presented on the basis of surveys on the social capital of this group of
people. The analysis refers only to the chosen results of this research. The article is theoretical
and empirical in nature. The aim of the first part of the article is an overview of the literature
on the subject of social skills. In the second part, the authors present the research methods and
characterize the respondents. The aim of the next part of the article is presenting the obtained
research results.

2. The essence and meaning of social skills — an overview of the literature
on the subject

In the literature on the subject, there are many different definitions of social skills, formulated
most of all on the grounds of psychology, sociology and pedagogy. The category of social skills
appears more and more often in economical deliberations, where they are considered in the
context of the display and effects of social capital, currently treated as an important factor in the
diversification of social-economic development of various communities. In the literature on the
subject, social skills are understood as (in chronological order):

e The interaction of fundamental abilities used in certain types of situations (Greenspan,
1981; Riggio, 1986);
e A general ability manifesting in many various situations (Jakubowska, 1996);

66



Human Resources Management & Ergonomics Volume XI 1/2017 |

e The ability to create and maintain positive social results and mutual relations through
organizing one’s own personal and environmental resources (Boyom & Parke, 1995;
Ladd, 1999);

e “The ability, having the skills necessary to have the desired influence on other people in
social situations” (Argyle, 1999);

e Specific skills which depend on the context and are manifested in behavior (Biermann
& Welsh 2001);,

e A repertoire of skills, this including the knowledge of social behavior standards, solving
social problems, recognizing and understanding emotions and the efficiency of
communication and language (McCabe & Meller, 2004);

e “Complex skills conditioning the effectiveness of handling certain types of social
situations, acquired by an individual in the course of social training” (Matczak, 2007);

o A key element of life skills, necessary for appropriate functioning in the dynamic
contemporary world, which every young human should have (Partnership for 21st
Century Skills, 2008);

e “The ability to engage in relations, community actions, abilities to utilize social networks
and freedom of choice and critical judgment” (Nurmi, 2011);

e The ability to efficiently create and maintain positive social results and mutual relations
through organizing one’s own personal and environmental resources (Holopainen,
Lappalainen, Junttila & Savolainen, 2012);

e A conglomerate of many factors relating to an individual’s functioning in various
dimensions: cognitive (‘I know’), motivational-emotional (‘I want’) and behavioral
(‘Tact’), (Wiszejko-Wierzbicka, 2012);

e A sum of knowledge and skills of a person who is determined on the quality of socially
appropriate behavior (Reitz 2012: 8);

e The outcome of the entirety of experiences obtained by an individual in the socialization
process, which are developed in formal and informal education systems (Karl-Heinz
& Lindner, 2012);

e The processes encompassing: perception/understanding of a social situation, manner of
behavior and the accompanying feelings, sympathies or antipathies (Szoltysek, Jez
& Twarog, 2015);

e Depending on the level of formal education, the skills conditioning the effective self-
management and high interpersonal efficiency, the possibility to find oneself and achieve
success on the labor market, in business, very often decisive on the level of the achieved
remuneration (Smotka, 2016: 15).

Therefore, social skills are defined in various ways — however, none of their definitions has
gained common acceptance. The overview of various approaches to social skills presented
herein, generalizing or elaborating on this category, indicates also the various sources of social
skills, thus making it impossible to use this term unambiguously.

In addition, social skills may be analyzed in a statistical or dynamic approach. They may
also be of various nature: adaptive, emancipatory and critical. The statistical approach to social
skills assumes that the abilities creating them are behaviors leading to initiating, maintaining
and ending interpersonal relations. The dynamic approach, on the other hand, describes them
as intentional behaviors, adapted to certain situations, trained and controlled by the individual
(Spitzberg & Cupach, 2002).

The adaptive skills allow for efficiency and effectiveness of actions, finding oneself on the
labor market, being resourceful and communicative. It is precisely this aspect of the nature of
social skills which is emphasized on grounds of economics. Emancipatory social skills allow to
understand the social reality, make choices and act with the awareness of the consequences of
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these choices (e.g. the awareness of social roles, the readiness to act in public interest). Finally,
the critical social skills allow to notice the justifications legitimizing one’s own actions and
social practices, enabling the understanding of one’s own situation and contexts in which
creative, independent and ethical actions are taking place (Goéralska & Solarczyk-Szewc, 2012).

The meaning of social skills can also be presented from various points of view. Considering
them with respect to the individual (the micro perspective) makes one realize that they are
reflected in the human being’s functioning through the cognitive, emotional-motivational and
social aspects (Szoftysek, Jez & Twarog, 2015). Owing to high social skills, individuals cope
better and function more effectively in many various social situations (Martkowska, 2012: 19),
they have the ability to create and maintain high-quality relations which are mutually
satisfactory, and to avoid negative treatment or victimization by others (Welsh & Biermann,
2001).

When considering socials skills in the context of the entire society (the macro perspective),
one can analyze them as interpersonal and cross-cultural skills encompassing the full scope of
behaviors preparing people for participation (in an effective and constructive manner) in social
life, especially in a more and more diversified society, as well as, if need be, to solve conflicts.
Their subgroup are civic competences, which prepare people for full participation in civil life,
based on the knowledge of socio-political terms and structures, as well as an obligation to active
and democratic participation (European Communities, 2007). Social skills are mentioned
among the eight groups of key competences in a society based on knowledge, ensuring a bigger
flexibility of work resources and enabling faster adjusting to constant chances in a more and
more connected world (Otten, Ohana, 2009: 20). They are necessary in undertaking global
challenges, solving problems and striving for achieving common good — therefore, they can
support social transformation and build cooperation between nations (OECD, 2005; UNESCO,
2014).

Social skills constitute the main requirement for the creation of social relations and forming
connections with society. They enable proper social interactions and make intra-group and
inter-group cooperation easier, and, owing to the created social connection networks, trust and
shared norms and values, they are a basis for social capital (Lifelong Learning Programme EU,
2009). This capital may “generate profits for society through reducing transaction costs,
promoting cooperative behaviors, diffusion of knowledge and innovation, as well as through
increasing individual welfare and the positive effects resulting from this” (Productivity
Commission, 2003).

3. Research methods and description of the analyzed groups

Statistical surveys of social capital®, the chosen results of which were used for the analysis of
social skills, were conducted amongst students of economic studies on four universities: one in
Poland, one in Spain, one in Lithuania, and one in Slovakia. The students of the Faculty of
Economics and Management of the University of Szczecin (Poland) took part in research in
October and November 2013. The students of the Faculty of Economics and Business
Administration University in Vigo (Spain) were surveyed in November 2013. Among
the students of the Faculty of Politics and Management at the Mykolo Romerio University in
Vilnius (Lithuania), the research was conducted in November 2014. Finally, students of
the Faculty of Economics at the Matej Bel University in Banska Bystrica (Slovakia) were
surveyed in November 2015. In all of the aforementioned cases, the research was conducted in

! The research was conducted within the Statutory Research of the Department of Macroeconomics of the
University of Szczecin, financed by the funds from the Ministry of Science and Higher Education, by a team in
the following composition: dr. hab. prof. US D. Mitaszewicz, dr. R. Nagaj, dr. P. Szkudlarek, mgr. A. Milczarek,
mgr. M. Zakrzewska.
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the first months of the academic year, and the respondents were first year students who were
beginning their economic education at academic level. The survey used in the research was
presented to them in their native language and consisted of two parts. The first part (the personal
data) included 13 questions referring to the respondents’ socio-demographic data. The second
part of the survey consisted of 36 open and closed questions, encompassing questions concerning
social capital without division into its types (Milczarek et al., 2015: 95). When creating the survey
used in the research, the authors have applied the logical diagram proposed by the World Bank
(Grootaert et al., 2004). Therefore, the survey included questions referring to the six thematic
areas distinguished by the World Bank: groups and networks, trust and solidarity, activeness and
cooperation, information and communication, integrity and integration, social legitimization and
participation in political life?.
The description of the circumstantial research sample is presented in table 1.

Table 1. Description of the research sample (own study)

Itemization Poland Lithuania| Slovakia Spain

Sample size 267 113 153 59
The percentage of respo_ndents in tot_al 58.0% 51.4% 51.0% 52 0%
number of students at given academic year
Age (average) 19.9 years 19.3 years | 19.5years | 22.3 years
Standard age deviation 1.3 years 1.7 years 0.8 years 5.4 years
Involvement of women 67.3% 76.1% 81.7% 71.2%
Involvement of men 32.7% 23.9% 18.3% 28.8%

. . 69.6% 60.2% [36.6%/25.5%| 100.0%
Sﬁiﬂgniggé gfvoé\r/renn;ﬁggfi fepjggrlgg West Pomeranian|  Vilnius | B. Bystrica/ Galicia

P P Voivodeship County | Zilina Region

The circumstantial research sample was 58.0% of Polish respondents, 51.4% of Lithuanian
respondents, 51.0% of Slovakian respondents, and 52% of Spanish respondents out of all
students of the first year at these faculties®. All the respondent groups consisted of people
approximately 20 years old, whereby the students from Spain were on average approximately
2 years older. The students from this country who were analyzed were the most diversified
group with regard to age, and the smallest diversification regarding age could be observed for
respondents from Slovakia. Most of the respondents came from regions where there are
universities in which they started studying. These two characteristics of the research sample, as
well as the fact that the involvement of women among the respondents was significantly bigger,
particularly big in the case of Slovakian students, may have influenced the obtained results.

Other characteristics of the respondents were determined on the basis of the answers given
to one of the questions concerning the self-assessment of chosen features of the respondents.
The students evaluated their features with reference to a five-point scale (scope 2, 1, 0, -1, 2).
Figure 1 presents the percentage of respondents indicating an extremely positive mark (2) for
the given features.

2 A description of these areas is given in: (Mifaszewicz, 2014).

3 The calculation of the involvement of the respondents in the total number of first year students was conducted
on the basis of information obtained from the dean's offices during the time of the surveys. The number of
students recorded at the first year at the time was, as a general rule, bigger than that of the students who were
actually studying at that time. Correction of the total number of students with the number of students who were
recorded for the first year of studies, but who did not in fact undertake the studies at these faculties, was possible
only after the review of the first semester. Therefore, this was not possible at the time the survey was conducted.
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Figure 1. Characteristics of respondents resulting from their self-assessment (own study)

Positively less than half of the students of each of the ethnic groups surveyed have ascribed
themselves the extremely positive mark for each of the mentioned features. In the case of the
respondent ethnic groups taken into consideration, one can observe the following differences:

e More Polish than Lithuanian, Slovakian or Spanish students rate themselves better with
respect to resourcefulness (23.3%) and use caution when making decisions and acting
(24.7%); this is, however, less than Y4 of the surveyed Poles;

e More than 1/3 of the Lithuanian respondents rate themselves as very easily making
decisions (34.5%) and very happy (34.2%) and this is the biggest number in
the assessment of these features in comparison to the other ethnic groups;

o Positively, the least Slovakian respondents rate themselves as assertive people (10.7%)
who make decisions and act easily (9.3%), and who proceed with caution (11.3%);

e More respondents from Spain than from Poland, Lithuania and Slovakia consider
themselves very well organized (22.0%) and assertive (28.8%).

The presented characteristics may constitute the basis for the further analysis of the social
skills of the respondents. For instance, the entrepreneurship competence is mentioned as one
from the basic set of competences necessary for personal development, employment, social
inclusion and active citizenship (Bacigalupo, Kampylis, Punie & Van den Brande, 2016: 2).
Having the analyzed features at a higher level should have its reflection in higher social skills
of the respondents, therefore e.g. in their abilities to engage in relations, community actions, in
their attitudes and shared social norms.

4. Analysis of chosen social skills — research results

When analyzing the social capital of the students from the point of view of their social skills,
the authors have chosen for the description only a part of the questions creating a rather
extensive survey. The choice was made in a manner enabling picturing some social skills of the
respondents. The results which are presented below constitute answers only to 7 chosen
questions and characterize the participation of the respondents in formal and informal networks,
their level of trust towards other people and their attitudes, norms and values they believe in.
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Figure 2 concludes the answers of the respondents characterizing their participation in
formal networks (activity in non-governmental organizations — panel A of Figure 2) and in
informal networks (participation in charity events — panel B of Figure 2). Associating in the 3
sector organizations and the positions held within them, being an important indicator of social
capital, indicates such skills as acting responsible for the benefit of a larger community or work
towards achieving a common goal. These elements of social solidarity, which is motivated by
a feeling of community and co-responsibility and oriented towards a common good or the
improvement of less well-off individuals, allow to help those who would not be able to manage
individually (horizontal solidarity) and those in need (vertical solidarity), (Rymsza, 2008).
Therefore, social solidarity is connected with charitableness, which is also a requirement for
social integrity and an important element of the civil society, within which social capital is
accumulated. Actions related to charity can be undertaken by the respondents both within their
associating in non-governmental organizations, as well as in private participation in charity
events.

“No uYes uPoland wLithuania ®=Slovakia & Spain
‘l 45
| 813 5 and more 5.4
Poland 0.7
18.7 10.2
16.0
18.9
Lithuania 4752'2 3or4 E_IS.S
' e 102
l 59.9
. | 887 1 | 514
Slovakia or2 b 44.0
r 113 —— (1.0
19.7
. | 93.2 0 | 243
Spaln 6.8 50.0
P ' % 18.6 %
0 50 100 0 20 40 60 80
Panel A Panel B

Figure 2. Activities in NGOs (panel A % of responses) and participation in charitable actions
(panel B the number of times a year), (own study)

As for the ethnic groups in the survey, the respondents from Lithuania seem to be the most
active with respect to participation in non-governmental organizations. Almost a half of them
have declared such participation. Regarding the group from Spain, only 6.8% of the respondents
declared participation in non-governmental organizations, and as for the Slovakian
respondents, this was only 11.3% and it was almost 40% less than for the Polish respondents.
The number of participations in charity events (Figure 2 panel B) indicates that the Slovakian
respondents are characterized by a lower level of such social skills as responsible actions
towards the benefit of a larger community or working towards achieving a common goal, which
define their social solidarity. Half of them, within a year before the survey, have not taken part
in charity events, 44% have declared 1- or 2-time participation, and merely 5.7% have
participated 3—4 times. On the other hand, over 80% of the surveyed Spaniards have taken part
in such events at least once within a year before the survey (61% 1-2 times and over 10% 3-4
times and more than 5 times). Also in the case of the Polish respondents, over 80% of them
have indicated that their household has taken part in such events within the last year. However,
nearly 60% have declared 1-2 time participation, 16% 3-4 times, and only 4.5% of the
respondents declared more frequent participation. As for the Lithuanian respondents, almost %4
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declared that their households did not participate in any charity events within the previous year,
or have participated in such events at least 3 times, and 51.4% declared 1-2 time participation
in such events. Therefore, the biggest commitment to community actions related to charity can
be attributed to the Spanish respondents.

Trust, which in the literature on the subject is perceived as an element, display or attribute
of social capital, and at the same time the basis of its creation and accumulation (Mitaszewicz,
2016), is a link connecting people into coherent communities. It is also an important component
of social skills, since it allows to have the desired influence on other people in social situations.
From the social point of view, the ability to build trust, give it to others and experience it, is
a basis for social involvement and the readiness to build a society ensuring achieving supra
individual goals. This does not concern only private (personal) trust, but mainly the generalized
trust, which, during human existence, is influenced by experience, meaning social training.
Generalized trust is one of the dimensions of the so-called social trust, being the basis for its
second dimension — institutional trust. Therefore, the effective cooperation of an individual with
the surroundings depends on the experience of social trust — both towards other people (Figure 3
panels A and B) and towards the authorities and public institutions (Figure 4).

®You can trust people

uPoland wLithuania @ Slovakia & Spain
@ Rather, you should be careful

5.2 1 You can't trust people
Most of the people help | 0.9 u Hard to say
others 0
18
T 14.4 16.2 12.5
] Poland
People rather do not trust 21.4 olan 8.7
each other s 15.7 153 115
| 6.4 Lithuania W—‘—] 15.0
There should be limited | 46.9 1128 9.0
trust in people 56.2 :
32.8 Slovakia |sini2dnd |58
1 211
Most individuals in my b 20 1136 13.6
immediate enwrohnment are 96 Spain 0.0
trustworthy 153 %
0 20 40 60 0% 50% 100%
Panel A Panel B

Figure 3. Generalized trust (panel A % of answers ‘Definitely yes’; panel B % of responses), (own study)

The opinions of the respondents on trust towards people indicate that the students surveyed
do not give trust to others, but also do not experience trust from others. A vast majority of the
respondents from each academic center (72.9% of the surveyed Spaniards, 72.4% Slovaks,
68.1% Lithuanians and 62.6% Poles) have expressed an opinion that one should be cautious in
contacts with other people (Figure 3 panel B). However, as many as 9% respondents from
Slovakia, and only 11.5% from Lithuania, 12.5% from Poland and 13.6% from Spain think that
people in general cannot be trusted. Only 5.2% of the Lithuanian respondents agree with the
general statement that people can be trusted. Respondents sharing this opinion are found much
more often: almost twice (12.8%) for the Slovakian respondents, 2.5 times more Spanish
(13.6%), and 3 times more Polish (16.2%). What is surprising is the fact that as many as 15%
of the respondents from Lithuania do not have an opinion on trust towards other people, and
the same response was given by 6.7% of the respondents from Poland and 5.8% of the

72



| Human Resources Management & Ergonomics Volume XI 1/2017 |

respondents from Slovakia. This indicated that the respondents from these ethnic groups
severely lack the ability to build trust, give it to others and experience it.

Only 30% of the respondents from Lithuania, 21% from Poland and 20% from Slovakia
think that most of the people from their surroundings are trustworthy (fig. 3 panel A). The same
answer was given by only slightly above 15% of the respondents from Spain. Over 56% of the
respondents from Slovakia, almost 47% from Lithuania, over 36% respondents from Poland
and almost 33% from Spain agree with the statement that people should be given limited trust.
This personal opinion of the students is not always transferred onto the other members of
a community. Only 3.5% of the Spanish respondents believe that people in general do not trust
each other. This opinion is shared by 4 times more Polish and Slovakian respondents and by
more than 6 times more Lithuanian students. Their extremely negative opinion concerning the
helpfulness of the members of their community may stem from their deficit of generalized trust.
Only approximately one percent of the respondents from Lithuania, twice as many from Spain,
and over 5.5 times more from Poland fully agree with the statement that people help one
another. None of the respondents in Slovakia fully agreed with this statement.

Experiencing trust towards authorities and public institutions is also basis for
an individual’s social involvement, their readiness to build a community ensuring achieving
supra individual goals and the effective cooperation with the surroundings. In the research on
the social capital of the students, the level of trust towards the authorities and chosen public
institutions was measured on the basis of the five-level Likert scale*. Due to the fact that none
of the Spanish respondents chose the answer “fully trust’ or ‘rather trust’, in the analysis of the
institutional trust, the authors have compared the percentage of the respondents who entirely do
not trust the institutions mentioned in Figure 4.

ESpain  ®@Slovakia wLithuania i Poland
80 - 74.6
61.0 59.2
60 - 48.0 51.1
40 - 314
243 20.5 224 22.1 19.0 25'74| 23.7 18.8

20 1 J I I h ' . 86 7.1
0 - e

Central authorities Local government Politicians Officials

authorities

Figure 4. Lack of trust into selected institutions (% answers ’l| do not trust completely’), (own study)

Out of all the surveyed student groups, positively the biggest part of the Spanish
respondents indicated a lack of institutional trust. Almost % of the respondents from this group
do not trust politicians, and approximately 60% do not trust the central or local authorities. In
the case of the other surveyed student groups, the lack of institutional trust is indicated by
a significantly smaller number of the respondents — however, politicians are ranked first in this
respect, but the differences are large here. Among the Polish respondents, 51.1% indicate a lack
of trust towards politicians and this part is more than 23 percentage points (pp) lower than for
the Spanish respondents, but as much as 26 pp bigger than that of the Lithuanian respondents
and only 3 pp bigger than that of the Slovakian respondents. As far as the lack of trust towards
central and local authorities is concerned, the differences in the number of respondents who

4 The following scale was used: fully trust, rather trust, difficult to tell, rather do not trust, fully do not trust.
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share this view in Poland, Lithuania and Slovakia is between 3-10 pp in relation to the central
authorities and only approximately 3 pp in relation to the local authorities. The smallest part of
the respondents from all the surveyed student groups indicates a full lack of trust towards
officials. The Spanish respondents are leading also in this case, where the answer ‘fully do not
trust’ was chosen by 23.7% of the respondents. However, this is a part approximately 5 pp
bigger than that of the respondents from Poland and as much as 15-16 pp bigger than that of
the respondents from Slovakia and Lithuania who do not trust officials.

Institutional trust in an important element of a community’s functioning and ensuring social
integrity (Easterly, 2006). A significant lack of trust towards authorities and chosen institutions,
characterizing in particular the Spanish students, does not bode well for the future and may
result in lack of cooperation of the young generation with public institutions or even social
conflicts. This also does not help in building the social skills of the analyzed students and may
lead to discouragement towards undertaking actions for the benefit of local communities and
their development.
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Figure 5. Social attitudes (panel A % of answers ‘Yes’) and social norms
(panel B % answers ‘definitely yes’), (own study)

The deficit of social trust may be reflected in the social and civil attitudes taken by
the respondents (fig. 5 panel A), connected with the responsibility for common matters and
good. This social skill is manifested in, inter alia, the attitudes towards other people and towards
reality, and it is based on the willingness and possibilities to act leading to a change
(improvement) of reality. According to the research, positively more Polish, Slovakian, and
also Spanish respondents (with one exception) are characterized by social responsibility.
A significantly big difference is visible in the case of the respondent participation in social or
political campaigns. Almost 24% of the Lithuanian respondents took part in such events, but
the same was true for only 8% of the Polish respondents and for approximately 12% of
Slovakian and Spanish respondents. Significant differences in favor of the Lithuanian
respondents were also noted concerning the participation in manifestations. Their part in
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the total number of respondents from Lithuania was approximately 14 pp bigger than that of
the Polish respondents and as much as 34 pp bigger than that of the Slovaks. However,
the participation in demonstrations was the biggest for the Spanish respondents, 3 pp bigger
than that of the respondents from Lithuania.

Slightly smaller differences were noted in the case of meetings with politicians — slightly
above 12 pp less respondents from Poland, 11 pp less from Slovakia, and 33 pp more from
Spain than from Lithuania have taken part in such meetings. However, even in the case of
the surveyed Lithuanian students, this is slightly more than 1/3 of all the respondents. Slightly
above 15% of the Spanish, 1/5 of the Slovakian and more than 1/4 of the Polish respondents
have participated in the local community meetings. Again, their part in the total number of
respondents from these countries is lower than in the case of the Lithuanian respondents
indicating the same level of social activity (30.1%). An active civic attitude, meaning reporting
various types of abnormalities in social life, was demonstrated by 18.6% Lithuanian, 17.6%
Polish, 10.2% Spanish and only 9.9% of Slovakian respondents. Taking into consideration their
relatively young age, this is a quite high percentage of respondents (from Lithuania and Poland
in particular) who are characterized by the responsibility for social matters and being able to
handle conflict situations.

As a group of social behaviors and attitudes, social skills are manifested through the norms
accepted by an individual, in the shared values and in the socially acceptable behaviors. On the
one hand, social norms are a kind of hint of an individual’s appropriate behavior in certain
situations. On the other hand, they mean a relatively permanent manner of this individual’s
behavior. The results obtained from the research, concerning 6 chosen shared norms and values
are presented in figure 5 panel B. Although in each case the majority of Lithuanian respondents
positively share them, one should indicate a certain ambiguity of the obtained results.

A positive attitude towards democracy is held by a rather small number of the respondents
from each country. Only 21.4% of the respondents from Lithuania, 9.2% from Poland and 7.9%
from Slovakia believe that this form of government has an advantage over other forms. And as
far as in the case of Middle-Eastern European countries, one could seek an explanation for these
results in the ‘youth’ of their democracies, some surprise comes from the fact that only 3.5% of
the respondents from Spain have expressed a positive attitude towards democracy. At the same
time, 32.7% of the respondents from Lithuania, a 0.5 pp lower percentage from respondents
from Slovakia, as much as 10 pp less from Poland and 14 pp from Spain positively agree with
the statement that their voice has a meaning and consider themselves an important element of
their communities, which they can have an influence on. Therefore, one can assume that the
respondents do not connect themselves with the ability to speak, and thus also influencing the
decisions and events in the democratic manner of government in those countries. Such poor
assessment of democracy as the best system of governing, especially in the case of the Spanish
respondents, may stem from a deficit of institutional trust, i.e. towards the authorities, among
the respondents.

A positive confirmation of the assessment that helping people in need is our duty,
indicating the respondents’ empathy, was expressed by 31.9% of the respondents from
Lithuania, 21.5% from Poland, 19.7% from Slovakia, and by 16.9% from Spain. At the same
time, 34.5% of the surveyed Lithuanians came to the conclusion that participating in local
community events is the correct method of helping other people, but only 22.1% of
the respondents from this country are positively aware that, by their actions and the decisions
made by them, they have the possibility to influence the local environment and the decisions of
other people. As for the other researched groups, the possibility of helping other people through
participation in local social actions is confirmed by 26.1% of the Polish, 14.7% of the Slovakian
and 20.3% of the Spanish respondents. The awareness of one’s own influence on other people
and on the local environment is acknowledged by only 10.3% respondents from Poland, 11.8%
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from Slovakia and 13.6% from Spain. At the same time, more than 2/3 of the respondents from
Lithuania, over 40% from Poland and Slovakia and 1/3 from Spain believe that helping other
people is pleasant. This somewhat hedonistic attitude of the respondents co-exists
simultaneously with a quite large empathy, small willingness to take action and a low level of
perception of one’s own possibility to influence positive changes in one’s nearest social
surroundings. Apart from the aforementioned deficit of trust towards the local authorities,
which usually participate in such events, the researched student groups are lacking some skills
which would allow them to correctly solve problems and steer social situations on the local
level.

5. Conclusion

Social skills are skills which influence the effective cooperation between an individual and their
surroundings. These are features of individuals allowing to achieve both social inclusion,
professional success, as well as satisfaction in life. Social skills, being a component of human
potential and work characteristics sought by employers, increase an organization’s productivity,
and thus allow to achieve better management of a society. From the social point of view, it is
also important that social skills are an element of civil society, leading to the efficient
functioning of local and supra-local communities.

Therefore, the identification and analysis of social skills seems to be an interesting research
issue, both from the individual and social point of view. And the possibility of comparing the
chosen social skills of young people from four different countries on the basis of the initial
research material may be an additional advantage of this study. In the near future, these exact
methods will be decisive with respect to the functioning of economic and social life — therefore,
the social skills held by these people will significantly influence the choices made by them.

The attempt made in this article at identifying and analyzing the social skills at
the disposal of people starting their economic education at academic level on four universities
from different countries, however, indicates, that these people are currently in possession of
a low, however varying, level of chosen social skills. The limited range of social networks
(formal and informal ones) in which the respondents participate, deficits of social trust
(generalized and institutional) and also, despite the big potential, the unwillingness to indicate
proper, socially desired attitudes and norms stemming from civil awareness, are not a sufficient
basis for effectively handling various life situations by the respondents.

The research results cited in the literature on the subject confirm the causal link between
education and increase in socially appropriate attitudes and social involvement (Campbell,
2006). This suggests that also the respondents themselves, when they graduate from their
universities, should be, to a larger degree than during the research, better equipped with social
skills. This is why the research team repeats the same examinations on the same groups of
respondents when they finish their economic education on the first degree of studies®. This will
make it possible to analyze the correlations between academic studies of the economical type
and the changes in the indicators characterizing the respondents’ social skills and social capital.
One should, however, remember that social skills develop during social training. Therefore, not
only formal education, but also the knowledge acquired there may influence the respondents’
social skills. Any knowledge which does not qualify for practical professional application, is
valuable, when it stimulates the social skills of young people. They can obtain this knowledge
through informal and incidental education. After all, both of these as a process of shaping
knowledge, attitudes and values, last for throughout one’s entire life.

5> The research in Poland and Lithuania was already repeated.
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